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‘I am Korean’: Contested belonging in a ‘multicultural’ Korea 
Jessica Walton 
Deakin University 
Abstract  
This chapter examines the politics of belonging through primary school children’s 
inter-ethnic relations in the context of an emerging ‘multiculturalism’ in South Korea. 
Drawing on ethnographic and interview data among 11-12 year olds from mono-ethnic 
and multi-ethnic Korean family backgrounds, this chapter examines children’s 
experiences of racialised difference within schools to argue for an affective 
understanding of belonging that goes beyond current Korean ‘multicultural’ 
educational policies focused on cultural and linguistic assimilation. By analysing how 
both multiethnic and monoethnic children navigate feelings of (contested) belonging, 
this chapter highlights the ways in which Korean society is grappling with what it 
means to belong in an increasingly ethnically diverse country and what this means in 
relation to past and current nation-building endeavours within an intensifying global 
context. 
Introduction 
In an age of globalisation characterised by increased transnational mobilities, the 
presence of people from diverse racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds are 
complicating and countering hegemonic national representations of identity and the 
boundedness of state citizenship (Eriksen 2010). These demographic changes also 
present challenges for belonging (Yuval-Davis 2011). As more people cross national 
boundaries as temporary visitors, migrant workers or to immigrate with the intention to 
live and work long-term in the host country, what it means to belong for both 
‘newcomers’ and existing residents and citizens, the terms by which belonging is 
defined and how that belonging is represented are highly contested.  
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In the case of South Korea, domestic factors including a declining fertility rate, an aging 
workforce and a highly educated population have contributed to government policies 
that have encouraged international migration as a way to address short-term labour 
shortages primarily in manufacturing and construction and an aging workforce (Kim et 
al. 2012). One of the major forms of international migration to South Korea has been 
by marriage migrants. Since the early 1990s, there has been an increase of female 
marriage migration especially from China, Japan, Vietnam and the Philippines (Kim 
2011; Korean Educational Statistical Service [KESS] 2014). 1  This shift toward 
international marriages coincided with intraregional migration from rural to urban 
areas, which occurred due to rapid industrialisation in the 1970s when many Korean 
women worked in factories and democratic transformation from the 1980s as women 
began to seek and demand better career and educational opportunities (Cho 2002).1Fi 
These social changes also resulted in a gender imbalance with a disproportionate 
number of men particularly in rural areas. With the support of the government and 
through a burgeoning international matchmaking market (Kim 2011), many Korean 
men pursued international marriage as an alternative way to find a partner, have 
children and continue the patrilineage (Lee 2008). These children and their parents are 
who government policies refer to as ‘multicultural families’ (damunhwa kajeong).  
 
In South Korea, there are 48,225 children from ‘multicultural families’ enrolled in 
primary schools (KESS 2014). Previous research on multiculturalism issues in Korea 
has predominantly focused on migrant labourers, foreign wives and policy and media 
analysis. There are a few studies that examine children’s experiences such as a 
quantitative study about children’s reports on bullying, social adaptation and welfare 
(Kim et al. 2012) and a recent study that analysed ‘multicultural’ Korean children’s 
personal narratives that were submitted for a regional essay contest (Lee 2016). This 
chapter makes a contribution by providing an in-depth ethnographic examination of 
‘difference’ in the context of children’s social relations in schools as shared spaces of 
forced togetherness. In doing so, this chapter engages with a politics of belonging by 
demonstrating how children’s identification and understanding of Korean identity 
within the context of peer social relations highlight the ways in which Korean society 
is grappling with what it means to belong in an increasingly ethnically diverse country.  
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National identity and ‘multicultural’ belonging  
As Connolly (1998) emphasises, to understand children’s experiences and social 
relations, it is important to understand how children’s lives inside the ‘school gates’ are 
influenced and always situated in relation to broader historical and contemporary social 
issues and debates. To understand the current challenges that increased racial, ethnic 
and cultural diversity pose to a politics of belonging in contemporary Korean society, 
it is helpful to briefly consider the political and affective underpinnings of a Korean 
national identity. 
 
Prior to the division of the Korean peninsula, a nationalised Korean identity arose 
primarily in response to external threats, especially Japanese colonialism and 
imperialism (Shin, Freda & Yi 1999). Since then, significant historical events have 
presented an ongoing dilemma for South Korea’s national identity including the Korean 
Peninsula’s Liberation from Japan in 1945, subsequent division into two nation-states 
after the Korean War as a result of Cold War imperialism, as well as a long history of 
emigration. These historical events have contributed to Korea’s staunch ethnic 
nationalism that equates national identity with ethnic and cultural identity and aligned 
along Korean patrilineal bloodlines (Han 2016; Shin 2006).  
 
As a form of “strategic essentialism” (Spivak 1990), an essentialised Korean ethnic 
national identity was not only politically operationalised in the face of imperialism and 
colonialism; it also involved affective strategies by drawing on collective feelings of 
togetherness. This collective feeling relates to Williams’s (1977, p. 132) concept of 
“structures of feeling”, which refers to structured ““meanings and values as they are 
actively lived and felt, and the relations between these and formal or systematic 
beliefs”. Drawing on this concept, Middleton (2013, p. 611) argues that for Nepali-
Indians (Gorkhas), feelings of national identity and belonging persist in varied ways 
over time because they have deep historical roots and are steeped in a “collectively 
embodied ‘structure of feeling’”. Middleton (2013) describes how even seemingly 
mundane remarks or events can suddenly reactivate the question of Gurkha identity and 
land rights because of this deep embodied history. Similarly, in the case of a unified 
Korea pre-1953, Shin Freda & Yi (1999, p. 469) explain that Korean identity is based 
on a “belief in a common origin in pre-history, producing an intensely felt collective 
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sense of ‘oneness’”. Due to the precarious circumstances under which Korean national 
identity was initially formed, subsequent challenges to this sense of ‘oneness’ raise 
ontological anxieties or insecurities, during which national identity is strategically 
activated and reinforced. This is most apparent during pressure points, particularly 
current tensions with North Korea and Japan.  
 
Ontological anxieties are also apparent in the government’s response to immigration 
and growing ethnic diversity within Korean society. The government’s policies, which 
focus primarily on ‘multicultural families’ and multicultural education, relate less to 
reconceptualising a Korean national identity and more toward reinforcing an existing 
Korean national identity as a form of “national-engineering” (Norman 2004). Norman 
(2004, pp. 88-9) broadly defines national-engineering as involving “deliberate nation-
shaping activities” focused on shaping “national identities through subtle and not-so-
subtle attempts to instil, eliminate, modify, strengthen, or weaken the beliefs, 
sentiments, and values that make up individuals’ sense of national identity”. Of course 
as Norman also points out, the nation cannot simply impose a feeling of national 
identity on individuals and assume a specific interpretation of national identity will be 
something individuals automatically and wholeheartedly feel as integral to their sense 
of self. Instead, a feeling of national identity also has to be something through which 
individuals develop in ways that may or may not align with the nation-state’s view.  
 
By drawing attention to characteristics of the Korean government’s ‘national-
engineering’ approach toward incorporating racial, ethnic and cultural diversity within 
Korean society, it becomes clearer who and why particular groups are targeted (Norman 
2004). The next section examines the Korean government’s response to diversity 
through educational policies targeted at children of international marriages from 
‘multicultural family’ backgrounds.  
Educational context  
Children of international marriages are positioned at the centre of a politics of 
belonging that conjures both a neoliberal hope for the future of South Korea and 
evidence of a difficult historical past and the impact of globalisation. The government’s 
primary approach toward these children has been through educational policies in 
In: Interrogating belonging for young people in schools. Ed: Christine Halse. Palgrave Macmillan (2018), pp. 113-140. 
 5 
schools, beginning with the 2006 Educational Support Plan for Children from 
Multicultural Backgrounds (Ministry of Education and Human Resources 
Development [MEHRD] 2006). Given the intention of these plans was to reduce 
linguistic and cultural gaps between multiethnic children and their Korean monoethnic 
peers, funding schemes and support services have included afterschool programs to 
learn Korean as a Second Language and to become more familiar with Korean culture 
(see Grant & Ham 2013 for a summary of the plans). In the 2012 plan (Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology [MEST] 2012), a recommendation for textbook 
revisions was introduced as a way to address a lack of awareness in schools (and among 
the general population) about people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds 
and secondly, as an attempt, at least superficially, to begin to address a dominant 
national imaginary as ethnically and culturally homogenous. However, such plans are 
ultimately less concerned with reflecting on what it means to be Korean and more 
focused on ensuring the neoliberal future and prosperity of the Korean economy given 
declining fertility rates and an aging workforce. Understood within the broader 
historical context of South Korea’s still unsettled national identity, it becomes apparent 
why the Korean government has invested so much time and money incorporating 
‘multicultural families’ and particularly on children (Draudt 2016)2F ii . There is an 
expectation that through educational approaches, children from ‘multicultural’ 
backgrounds will assimilate and be able to contribute as trained culturally competent 
individuals to South Korea’s domestic and global future (Kim 2011; Park 2014).  
 
Because of this predominantly one-sided focus on incorporating multiethnic children, 
the ways in which these plans are framed as something separate that multiethnic 
children must do to assimilate or as an ‘add-on’ for all students to learn also activate a 
politics of belonging that draws on “dichotomous notions of identity and difference” 
(Yuval-Davis 2010, p. 263). By trying to ‘do good’ primarily in ways that represent 
people from multiethnic backgrounds as needing help rather than also taking into 
consideration their own needs and expectations, the cultural paternalism and fetishism 
of ‘difference’ that underlies the dominant group’s attitudes (Kim 2011) maintains a 
racialised hierarchy of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. As is the case with dichotomous approaches 
to identity, children from multiethnic backgrounds tend to be lumped together under 
the label, ‘multicultural person’, including the majority who were born in South Korea, 
with the assumption that they also identify as ‘multicultural’. This does not take into 
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account children’s sociality and situated processes of identification and instead, treats 
them in much the same way that their non-Korean parents are treated, as children that 
simply need to be educated about Korean culture and to speak the language. Although 
linguistic capabilities are clearly important for daily life, this one-size-fits-all approach 
does not account for children’s multiple or alternative claims to belonging that are not 
necessarily centred on ethnic or cultural identity. It also overlooks children’s normative 
claims to belonging as a Korean person that reject a pre-defined and often stigmatised 
‘multicultural’ category that is imposed on them.  
 
Drawing on Yuval-Davis’ (2006) politics of belonging, assumptions embedded in the 
category ‘children from multicultural families’ neglect to account for the differentiation 
between social location or positioning, identification and ethical and political values. 
By placing ‘multicultural’ people in opposition or apart from ‘Korean people’, the 
impetus is on the former to assimilate. First, by placing ‘multicultural families’ and 
their children outside a bounded Korean identity from the outset, the agential and 
diverse ways people may identify as Korean are marginalised. Secondly, mainly 
focusing on language and cultural acquisition does not address the social inequalities 
and prejudice experienced by multi-ethnic children and their parents that interrupt 
feelings of belonging regardless of language and cultural capabilities (Kim et al. 2012; 
Kim & Won 2015).  
 
In a review of Korean multicultural education policies, Grant and Ham (2013, p. 84) 
found that teaching about cultural diversity tends to be about “the exceptional and the 
culturally different and [takes] a human relations approach to multicultural education”. 
This approach focuses on building harmonious relations, which tends to avoid conflict, 
anxieties and other forms of interpersonal tension in favour of directing students to 
simply ‘get along’, without necessarily taking into account how such directives may 
fail to ‘stick’ because children’s social dynamics are not taken into consideration. This 
approach also does not adequately challenge a cultural hierarchy of ‘difference’ 
because ‘difference’ is understood in opposition to that which is ‘not different’ and so 
‘getting along’ becomes a matter of those whose bodies are read as ‘different’ to be in 
a state of always striving toward becoming ‘not different’. This inadvertently reinforces 
structures of power that impose a conditional belonging determined by the dominant 
group in terms of who is ‘too different’ to claim unconditional belonging.  
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For multiethnic children, hierarchies of difference are determined by skin colour and 
the origin of the non-Korean parent (Lee 2016). For example, broader social stigma 
associated with ‘multicultural families’ as financially poor and from a perceived lower 
social status (e.g., lower education and undesirable jobs) is more strongly associated 
with people from countries in Central and Southeast Asia. As Ong (1996, p. 737) 
argues, “hierarchical schemes of racial and cultural difference intersect in a complex, 
contingent way to locate minorities of color from different class backgrounds”. For 
multiethnic children and their non-Korean parents, these hierarchies exist along a “dual 
racial order – their parents place of origin [place-based hierarchy] and their skin colour 
[colour-coding hierarchy]” (Lee 2016, p. 14). 
 
Because of these hierarchies of difference, there is vested interest in keeping the stigma 
of ‘difference’ hidden if possible. However, there is also a vested interest on the part of 
people who are from multiethnic backgrounds but are not recognised and also choose 
not to be recognised by the government’s ‘multiculturalism’ policies. These people 
include migrant labourers and ethnic Chinese living in Korea who have tended to 
“distance themselves from the multicultural explosion to avoid the stigmatisation 
associated with being beneficiaries of multiculturalism” Kim (2012, p. 106). By 
refusing to be targeted as ‘multicultural’, they also choose to maintain a stance outside 
of the government’s assimilating efforts to focus on other issues such as migrant labour 
working rights (Prey 2011). Conversely, children from multiethnic family backgrounds 
are less able to work outside of a Korean ‘multicultural’ framework at school due to 
their less mobile and less powerful positioning. However, they were acutely aware of 
the social stigma attached to being identified as ‘multicultural’ and asserted themselves 
in ways that refused to fully embrace this external positioning as only ‘multicultural’. 
This chapter analyses how multiethnic children experienced ‘difference’ at school and 
considers the ways they navigated their perceived or felt sense of ‘difference’ in relation 
to their monoethnic and other multiethnic peers, situated within a broader politics of 
belonging about Korean national identity.  
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Methodology 
The overall aim of the research on which this chapter is based was to analyse inter-
ethnic relations among Grade 5/6 Korean children from both monoethnic and 
multiethnic backgrounds at primary schools in urban contexts. This chapter draws on 
ethnographic school-based observations, interviews and PhotoVoice data conducted in 
2015 with 11-12 year old children (12-13 years old in Korean age)0F1 at three government 
primary schools in Gyeonggi province, about 1 to 2.5 hours outside of Seoul.3Fiii  
 
Table 1: Multicultural student demographics at research schools 
School Total multiethnic students Total students  
Baram 10 807 
Hosu 34 833 
Namu 8 727 
 
Children who participated in my study were all born in South Korea except for one 
student who was born in Germany and they all had at least one Korean parent. There 
were seven children with one non-Korean parent (hereafter referred to as multiethnic 
students/children) and 13 children with two Korean parents (hereafter referred to as 
monoethnic students/children). All of the multiethnic children could speak Korean as 
fluently as a native speaker and all of them had Korean names. Ethics approval was 
acquired and pseudonyms have been used for all participants and the schools. 
 
From May to July 2015, I conducted observations every day during classroom lessons, 
10-minute breaks between lessons and before and after school. During classroom-based 
lessons, children’s behaviour was structured and surveilled by the teacher’s presence at 
the front of the classroom. As such, I was also limited as to how much interaction I 
could have with the students. I usually sat in the back of the classroom at one of the 
student desks or in a chair at the side of the room by the window. For classes that did 
not take place in the homeroom, such as English and Physical Education, there were 
more opportunities to interact with the students. For example, during gym class, when 
                                                        1 In Korea, a person is one-year-old when they are born. Also, on the first day of the Lunar New Year, everyone becomes a year older. 
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there was an odd number of students, the teacher would ask me to pair up with a student 
to do one of the activities, such as jump roping, playing catch and throwing frisbees. 
As an adult but not a teacher, these moments during structured class activities helped 
to lessen the hierarchy between the students and me.  
 
However, it was mainly during lunch breaks and breaks between lessons when the 
teacher left the classroom to go to the staffroom that I could get to know the students 
and they could ask me questions in a casual way. When the bell rang signalling the end 
of class, the classroom was instantly transformed and without the teacher there to 
discipline them, the room became the students’ territory – playing games, laughing and 
shouting. I joined in their activities and also sat with the students during lunch rather 
than with the teachers and hung out with them in the schoolyard during the lunch break. 
Girls and boys mainly kept to themselves and so over time, I was adopted into some of 
the girls’ groups. However, I often crossed over into the boys’ territory to kick a soccer 
ball with them or to challenge them to a lightning fast game of Rubix cube, which they 
always won. In addition to my Korean physical appearance, at times I was even 
momentarily mistaken for one of the students by both staff and students despite our 
significant age difference. At the same time, I was also always an adult and a researcher 
and so I needed to be reflexively aware of my behaviour and my assumptions in relation 
to how the students were responding to me and how I interpreted their behaviour. 
 
After I had been at the schools for almost two months and the students and I had become 
more comfortable around each other, I conducted interviews with twenty students 
across the six classes using the photos they took. For the photos, I gave students 
disposable cameras and over a seven to ten-day period, I asked them to take photos of 
people, places and things around their home, neighbourhood and school that were 
important to them or evoked feelings of happiness, anger, sadness and so on. This 
approach allowed the students to guide part of the interview to talk about experiences 
that were not always captured by the interview questions. For the other part of the 
interview, I used a semi-structured interview schedule and asked them questions about 
their interests, hobbies, things they like or do not like, worries and dreams, friends and 
family and experiences of ethnic and cultural diversity. To understand their friendship 
groups and to confirm whether or not my observations of their friendships were 
accurate, I asked them to draw a friendship circle4F iv  (Smith 2005). This involved 
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drawing concentric circles with their name in the centre and then continuing with their 
closest friends, next closest friends and acquaintances on the outer circle. I used the 
friendship circle to discuss in more detail how and why they became friends with 
different students and who they wish they could spend more or less time with. The 
following sections provide an analysis of the children’s sense of identity and belonging 
in the context of particular modes of sociality, which centred on friendships and forms 
of exclusion. First, I will begin with analysing both monoethnic and multiethnic 
students’ understanding of and feelings toward cultural difference. 
Unspoken ‘difference’ 
In designing the interview schedule with the students, I did not want to assume that 
ethnic and cultural diversity was something that was significant to their everyday 
experiences at school and home. Instead, I took a more open-ended approach by asking 
questions about what was important to them and what they usually do with their friends 
and family. I also asked them about whether they have been on holidays with their 
family around Korea or to other countries. Most students had only travelled around 
Korea except for some monoethnic students whose families could afford to go on 
overseas holidays and multiethnic students who tended to go overseas to visit their 
mother’s country.  
 
When asked if they knew anyone or if they were friends with people from different 
ethnic backgrounds, multiethnic students mentioned family members or said that they 
knew of people in their neighbourhood but did not know them personally whereas 
monoethnic Korean students said they either did not know anyone or mentioned one of 
the multiethnic students at school. For the monoethnic students, culture was closely tied 
to place and so they assumed that people from a different cultural background would 
also be from a different country, would speak a different language and could not speak 
Korean. For example, Min-a, a monoethnic student, explained that it is difficult to get 
to know people from different cultures “because they use different languages and 
lifestyles” (Girl, Hosu, Grade 6). In response to whether or not it is easy or hard to 
become friends with people from different cultures, another monoethnic student, Shi-
woo said, “It is hard. We have different cultures and languages, so it is hard”. When I 
asked if anything was easy, he said, “Nothing” (Boy, Namu, Grade 5).  
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During the interviews, students identified multiethnic students as examples of people 
who may also be from a different cultural background. However, there was also some 
uncertainty around whether multiethnic students at school are from a different cultural 
background in the same way as people who speak a different language. Since all the 
multiethnic students could speak Korean fluently and all but one were born in Korea, 
the main difference that distinguished them from other students was whether or not they 
looked like they were from a different ‘cultural background’. One monoethnic student 
at Hosu School said she had not met anyone from a different culture but also said that 
Ha-eun, the Japanese Korean student in her class, has a mother or grandmother from 
Japan. When I asked if she talks with her about Japanese culture, she said, “No, a male 
[Korean] classmate likes Japan so I talk about it with him” (Min-a Grade 6, Namu). In 
this case, Ha-eun was recognised as someone who has a connection with a different 
cultural background because of her extended family members but when it came to 
talking about Japanese culture, she did not talk about it with Ha-eun. Min-a and Ha-eun 
were friends and often hung out together during breaks. They also both included each 
other’s names in their friend maps as one of their closest friends. When I asked Ha-eun 
if other students knew about her mother being Japanese, she said, “Only three or four 
of them know”. I asked if she was okay if others know. She explained, “I’m okay. I 
even want to show off that but I worry others don’t like me showing off. I’m proud of 
her. I want to tell my classmates”. Her hesitancy is reflected in the way she compared 
herself to Joo-won’s experiences (Nepalese Korean student). She said, “If it doesn’t 
show that you are from a different culture like me it is okay, but if it shows like Joo-
won, those kids get bullied a lot and have a difficult time becoming friends with others”. 
Ha-eun’s hesitancy seemed to stem from an underlying feeling that other students might 
bully her like she sees them doing to other multiethnic students like Joo-won. Because 
she cannot know how each student might feel, she does not talk about her Japanese 
mother. 
 
When I initially spoke to the Korean teachers about observing their classrooms and 
interviewing multiethnic students, some thought that I was researching how well 
adjusted they were and so they told me that there would not be a ‘problem’ because the 
students could speak Korean fluently and that the teachers saw them as ‘Korean’. At 
Namu School, when I inquired as to which Grade 5/6 classes included multiethnic 
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students, some of the teachers realised only after some investigation that one of the 
students, Yun-seo, has a Thai mother. At Hosu School, Joo-won was said to have a 
mother from the Philippines but during the interview, the student said that his mother 
was from Nepal and they had visited family there. From a teacher’s perspective, 
because the multiethnic students had been through the Korean schooling system since 
kindergarten (equivalent to the ‘preparatory’ year in Australia) and were completely 
fluent, there was no difficulty teaching them in the sense that they were not necessarily 
any more or less difficult than another student from only a Korean background.  
 
Nevertheless, whether or not a student’s ‘difference’ was known, there was a palpable 
feeling of ‘difference’ (Tilbury & Lloyd 2001) that was apparent among the students. 
Some of the multiethnic students were intent on not drawing attention to that 
‘difference’, particularly those like Yun-seo, the Thai Korean student, who could 
effectively pass as only Korean compared to others who had more distinct racialised 
features (e.g., darker skin, rounder eyes, lighter hair). When I was around these 
students, I had to be careful not to mention their non-Korean background around other 
students because they did not want others to know. In this sense, at least for students 
whose physical difference was not apparent, the notion of ‘encounter’, or according to 
the Oxford English Dictionary Online (2016), “to meet (someone) unexpectedly”, was 
not occurring. Rather, it was the possibility of encounter that was either being avoided 
by not allowing other students to know about their ‘difference’, or, for multiethnic 
students whose ‘difference’ was ‘known’ by their racialised bodies, other students 
tended to avoid potential encounters.  
 
For all multiethnic students, this palpable feeling of difference affected the extent to 
which they allowed others to know about their sense of difference and also affected the 
extent to which others interacted with them. This exclusion by their peers (and fear of 
potential exclusion) contrasted with everyday modes of sociality among the children’s 
friendship groups. At school, children’s relationships were characterised by uri (우리) 
or a sense of togetherness or we-ness. Rather than conceiving of a group as composed 
of individuals, uri describes a quality that exists between and through people. The word 
for human being in Korean, ingan (인간), is based on Chinese characters that “literally 
means ‘between men’” (Chung & Cho 2006, p. 48). Based on this conceptual 
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understanding of what it means to be ‘human’, human beings are not simply individuals 
who exist in relationships with each other but are fundamentally relational beings 
(Strathern 2005). The importance of uri was also reflected in the monoethnic students’ 
relationships. During the breaks, the monoethnic students (and markedly less 
interaction with multiethnic students) always played together unless they made it clear 
that they wanted to keep studying or if they were reading a book or drawing. Even then, 
their friends either checked to make sure they were fine being left alone or lingered 
quietly by their desk drawing pictures together or playing with their toys. This 
contrasted with the way students avoided interacting with some of the multiethnic 
students particularly those whose skin was darker.  
 
Min-jae, the student with a Russian mother at Hosu School was also often on the 
periphery. Although he had a lighter skin colour, his mother was from Russia and so 
was not considered to be an ideal country compared to, for example, having a lighter 
skin colour and being from the United States (Lee 2016). In addition to his racialised 
difference, his interest in computers and how they work separated him from the other 
boys who were more interested sport and K-pop (Korean pop music). His dissimilar 
interests added an extra sense of ‘difference’ that prevented him from being included 
in the uri feeling of togetherness that was shared by the other students.  
 
Min-jae moved schools when he was in 3rd grade because he was being bullied. He said 
other students frequently called him a “loser”. At Hosu School, it has been slow for him 
to make friends. He told me he once had a friend in 4th grade but that friend moved 
away and left the school. During the first month of classroom observations, he was 
mostly on his own despite his efforts to include himself in other students’ games. 
During breaks, he sometimes lingered around other boys and laughed when they 
laughed at things to try to interact, but they were more involved with their own friends. 
In June, he began hanging out with another boy a bit more. They tended to choose each 
other as partners during gym class, and during class breaks, they started hanging out 
more at each other’s desks as well. During the interview, Min-jae included this student 
as one of his friends. He said the friendship developed recently when they began 
working on a school project together. However, they were not close and he said that his 
best friend, if he is honest, is his cat. Compared to the other students with two Korean 
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parents, he did not take pictures of any friends. Most were of himself or objects he 
enjoyed playing with like his PlayStation 3 game console. 
 
These multiethnic students’ experiences demonstrate that there is an affective politics 
of belonging based on racialised differences that persist despite linguistic and cultural 
similarities. Rather than only looking at addressing nationalised forms of ‘not 
belonging’ (i.e., a policy focus on linguistic and cultural skills), greater focus on how 
students create an affective sense of belonging (i.e., uri/togetherness such as through 
the exchange of school supplies and physical proximity) is required. By drawing 
attention to this affective dimension of belonging, aspects of peer relations that counter 
this feeling of belonging are highlighted, namely a physical sense of distance due to 
racialised differences which rub up against the physical proximity of uri/togetherness.  
 
In terms of developing a theoretical understanding of belonging in a Korean context, 
an affective politics of belonging needs to be taken into account. The following section 
analyses this affective dimension in relation to “anxious belonging” (Middleton 2013) 
and demonstrates the need to address these racialised feelings of ‘difference’ that shape 
monoethnic and multiethnic students’ interactions and relationships. The section 
concludes with multiethnic students’ efforts to belong as Korean and not ‘different’ 
despite their experiences of rejection and marginalisation.  
Affective politics of belonging  
 
Among the students’ interactions with multiethnic students, there was a sense of 
difference that was at once unfamiliar and familiar, foreign and not foreign. The 
multiethnic students were ‘just like’ the other monoethnic students in the sense that 
they were all born in South Korea or had moved to Korea at a very young age, could 
speak Korean fluently and were socialised to observe Korean cultural behaviours and 
yet there was an embodied lack of intimacy that contrasted with everyday expressions 
of uri or ‘we-ness’ among the majority of monoethnic students. At school, multiethnic 
students were treated as ‘Other’ but they were also not so easily categorised as 
definitively ‘Other’ because of their cultural and linguistic similarities to other 
monoethnic students. This relates to Yuval-Davis’ (2010, p. 279) argument that “the 
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boundaries of self, or even of ‘us’, do not necessarily depend on dichotomous divisions 
of ‘self’ and ‘other’, ‘us’ and ‘them’… the realm of the ‘not-me’ is much more 
multiplex and multilayered”. In other words, the realm of ‘not-me’ is both self and 
other. I argue that it is precisely because of the blurriness between self and other that 
required boundary-making to enforce a clearer demarcation between self and other 
among the students. This needs to be understood within the broader context of 
ontological challenges to Korean national identity, which informs children’s social 
relations and how they determine who is ‘us’ in the sense of uri (together-ness) and 
who is not-uri.  
 
To hone in on this unsettling feeling that existed between belonging and not belonging, 
I asked all of the students (both monoethnic and multiethnic) if they felt Korean and to 
explain why. Some went further to say who could be Korean and on what basis, which 
captured both the “sentiment … [and] the content of … national identity” (Norman 
2004, p. 95). Most monoethnic students found the question surprising because their 
Korean identity had never been questioned. When asked to explain why they felt 
Korean, monoethnic students drew on racial, ethnic and cultural characteristics as 
illustrated by Hye-jin: 
 
Yes. I feel like I’m Korean. Because my mom and dad, my mom and dad are 
Koreans, and I’m Korean, too, I’m Korean. Uh…my…uh…my ancestors are 
Koreans, too, and as a Korean, I speak well, too, I speak well because I’ve 
spoken Korean since I was born, and I look like Korean, right. My skin is 
Korean color, and like my body, too, and things like the color of my eyes, 
everything is Korean. (Girl, Hosu, Grade 5) 
 
This description of ‘Koreanness’ draws on racialised ethno-nationalistic characteristics 
that do not distinguish between ethnicity and culture and race, thus evoking a primordial 
collective identity (Shin 2006).  
 
Another monoethnic student, Hyun-jun also cited Korean language and culture and 
living in Korea as evidence of his Koreanness. In the interview excerpt below, he also 
explained how someone could become Korean if they came from a different country: 
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Jessica: Do you think that if somebody else comes from a different country and 
lives here, do you think they can be Korean? 
Hyun-jun:  Yeah, if they were kind and work hard, they could also be Korean.  
They will do same thing as Koreans too. 
Jessica:  If they work hard? 
Hyun-jun:  Yeah. 
Jessica:  What do you mean ‘work hard’? 
Hyun-jun:  Like understanding our culture or history… learn our language, and 
they could also be Koreans. (Boy, Baram, Grade 6) 
 
The effort required toward becoming Korean is described as something that can be 
acquired through skill and determination. Based on these criteria, multiethnic students 
are also Korean and in fact, they used similar criteria to describe why they are Korean. 
Both Joo-won (Boy, Hosu, Grade 6) and Ye-jun (Boy, Baram, Grade 6), who are 
multiethnic students, also said they felt Korean:  
 
Jessica: Do you feel Korean? 
Ye-jun:  Yes, because I’ve lived in Korea for a long time. 
Jessica: Do you feel you are Japanese? 
Ye-jun: No, I am living in Korea so I feel I am Korean. (Boy, Baram, Grade 6) 
 
Jessica: Do you feel Korean? 
Joo-won: Yes, because I was born in Korea. (Boy, Hosu, Grade 6) 
 
Both Joo-won and Ye-jun had been to visit their mother’s family in Nepal and Japan, 
respectively. Min-jae also talked about going to Russia to visit his mother’s family. He 
was there for one month so I asked him if he liked living in Russia and he said, “I even 
cannot live there half a month. I want to go back to Korea…to see my father, go eat 
Korean food”. He explained: 
 
I feel I’m really Korean…because I was born here, in this place, in this ground 
and like one of my parents is Korean, like my father. And that’s the reason why 
feeling myself like a real Korean. (Boy, Hosu, Grade 5)  
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He said he only feels Russian when he wants to feel “strong” after he has said 
“something weird” and feels “embarrassed”. Only one student made an explicit 
reference to her multi-ethnic background when explaining why she does not feel 
completely Korean. During the interview, Yun-seo (Thai Korean student) gestured to 
her face and put her hand in front so it divided her face in half and said she feels only 
“medium…half” Korean because “my mother” (Girl, Namu, Grade 5). 
 
According to the children’s conceptualisation of what it means to be Korean, the 
multiethnic students I interviewed were Korean because they were born/raised in 
Korea, spoke Korean as a first language, and understood the cultural nuances of 
someone who has been culturally socialised in Korea. In this sense, they have 
effectively ‘achieved’ the aims of the government’s assimilationist ‘multicultural 
family’ plans and therefore, according to these criteria, should be regarded no 
differently from their monoethnic Korean peers. However, based on Hye jin’s earlier 
remark about looking Korean, the multiethnic students’ racialised difference 
interrupted a unified primordial national identity and prevented an affective sense of 
belonging among their peers.  
 
Zembylas (2013, p. 10) suggests “affective citizenship” as a way to complement a 
critical approach to citizenship and belonging by identifying “more effectively and 
critically the multiple emotional affiliations of students and their implications in 
everyday life”. By directing attention to this affective dimension, “underlying 
ambivalences of ‘embracing the other’ – that is, both the desires and anxieties” can be 
examined and these factors which influence children’s social relations in terms of 
proximity and distance can be considered (Zembylas 2013, p. 12). To date, Korean 
educational policies have focused on mainstream linguistic and cultural capabilities and 
have not accounted for what it means to affectively belong in Korea that go beyond a 
monocultural national identity. Findings from this present study have demonstrated that 
monoethnic and multiethnic children’s (limited) interactions are hampered by feelings 
of distance in the face of an overwhelming feeling of uri or togetherness characterised 
primarily by interactions among monoethnic students. This affective sense of belonging 
based on uri or togetherness goes beyond the individual and draws on a sense of 
Koreanness grounded in “an intensely felt collective sense of ‘oneness’” long before 
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the Korean War (Shin, Freda & Yi 1999, p. 469), but which has since been reinforced 
in more nationalistic ways.  
 
When multiethnic children say, “I am Korean”, their claims to Korean identity draw 
attention to a politics of belonging that go beyond individual feelings of belonging. 
Their assertion becomes a radical statement of belonging that requires a 
reconceptualisation of both the ethno-nationalistic and affective parameters by which 
Koreanness is used to include and exclude. Rather than accepting that those in positions 
of power (i.e., monoethnic Koreans) have the power to determine inclusion and position 
them as people who need to be included, or have inclusion done to them, the multiethnic 
students I interviewed are saying they are Korean and always have been and therefore, 
do not need to be included. In one sense, the children are refusing exclusionary forms 
of ‘multicultural’ representation. They also assert that they feel Korean and highlight 
the fact that there is no ‘difference’ between themselves and their monoethnic Korean 
peers because they were also born in Korea, have Korean family, speak Korean and 
live in Korea. Of course, at the same time the extent to which they can refuse to be 
identified in ways that stigmatise them is limited given other students’ perceptions of 
and behaviours toward them are structured by an unequal playing field. Additionally, 
in ascribing to normative criteria for Korean identity, they also contribute to the 
exclusion of people who feel they are Korean but do not necessarily fit those criteria.  
 
Nevertheless, when understood within a broader historical context of national 
engineering and ontological insecurity, their racialised presence and adamant assertion 
that they are Korean and they do not need to prove this radically shakes up a dichotomy 
of belonging and not belonging, inclusion and exclusion. It requires a different Korean 
national identity that includes people who do not all look ‘the same’, meaning people 
that do not necessarily share the same racialised features that makes someone ‘look 
Korean’.  
 
Conclusion  
Overall, for most of the monoethnic students, ethnic and cultural diversity did not 
feature strongly in their everyday lives. For students from multiethnic backgrounds, 
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while their non-Korean ethnic background was not something they frequently talked 
about or highlighted, their perceived difference still affected the extent to which they 
were able to develop friendships with a similar sense of intimacy as students who were 
not multiethnic. Their embodied sense of self as Korean and therefore ‘not different’ 
and their perceived racialised bodies as ‘different’ served to counter dichotomous 
conceptulisations of belonging and not belonging evoked by the government’s 
‘multiculturalism’ approach of assimilation.  
 
Although monoethnic students did not have explicit ‘encounters’ with ethnic and 
cultural diversity beyond playing and working alongside their multiethnic peers, 
broader social debates about ethnicity and identity weighted heavily in the background 
and informed how children related to each other. It affected the extent to which 
multiethnic children were included in feelings of uri or togetherness. It affected how 
both monoethnic and multiethnic children spoke about Korean identity. In relation to 
past and current nation-engineering endeavours within an intensifying global context, 
children were also caught up in contested meanings of belonging. Through their 
everyday interactions at school they also reinforced and challenged the boundaries by 
which belonging is determined. 
 
Despite multiple forms of citizenship that are not understood only in terms of liberal 
state citizenship, the “resilience of the nation-state as the major tool of governance” 
remains and hence draws attention to “the continuous critical importance of state 
citizenship as a political project of belonging” (Yuval-Davis 2011, pp. 48–9). In South 
Korea, the uncertain and anxious belonging of the nation-state exemplified by 
militarised tensions with North Korea and territorial disputes with Japan, is challenging 
the way in which Korean identity is defined and informing the extent to which it adapts 
to changes such as the question of a ‘multicultural’ Korea. As illustrated by multiethnic 
students’ claims to an unconditional Korean identity, the way ‘difference’ is defined by 
an ethno-nationalistic conceptualisation of Korean identity is unacceptable as it does 
nothing to disrupt the unequal social relations that exclude those based on the same 
criteria by which they are meant to be included. Instead, what is perhaps required is an 
“acceptance of difference, a recognition that what we have in common are ‘partial 
connections’” (Tilbury & Lloyd 2001, p. 84). In this sense, ‘difference’ is understood 
as the space through which relations are formed rather than existing outside of oneself 
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or ‘the other’. Rather than requiring ‘difference’ to be subsumed into ‘one identity’ as 
is the case with assimilative approaches, it can be reconceptualised as “the grounds for, 
and the product of, all human connections and transformations” (Tilbury & Lloyd 2001, 
p. 82). In South Korea, a primordial ethnic national identity cannot withstand processes 
of social change without severely marginalising people who are positioned as 
‘different’. So long as this is the case, those people who exist on the margins will 
continue to reject a category that stigmatises ‘difference’ and assert a politics of 
belonging, in which the statement, “I am Korean” does not need to be accepted or 
included but can simply exist in its alterity.  
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